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The Mouse and the Statehouse:
Intersections of Florida's Capitols and Walt
Disney World
by Derek R. Everett
wo construction projects announced in 1965 reflected Florida's ascendance as one of the country's largest and most
influential states. The first enabled a commission to either
expand or replace the aging, insufficient capitol in Tallahassee. An
Orlando newspaper announced the second, declaring that Walt
Disney intended to build an east coast version of Disneyland there.
These seemingly disparate endeavors dovetailed in myriad ways for
nearly two decades, particularly in their employment of symbolic
architecture. Carefully orchestrated visions for the Florida capitol complex and Walt Disney World reflected the Sunshine State's
growth and popularity as both a tourist destination and place to
live. The projects offered expressions of Florida's-and the country's-past, present, and future, and experienced both successes
and failures in achieving their symbolic goals. Ultimately, both
Walt Disney Wodd and the new Florida State Capitol represent the
modern state, providing distinct but essential visions of the polity
in which they stand.
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In the early nineteenth century, Florida's non-Native American population clustered along a 400-mile corridor anchored by
Pensacola and St. Augustine. Standing roughly in the middle, Tallahassee won the capital designation in 1824 to end the shuttling
of government between the other two towns, a dangerous, monthlong trip by a primitive road or a boat around the peninsula. 1 By
the turn of the twentieth century, tourism drew greater attention to
Florida as railroads and, eventually, highways extended down the
peninsula. It also emerged as a destination for Americans seeking
a salubrious retirement. Florida ranked 32nd of 45 states for population in 1900, but its status rose steadily, especially after World War
II. Between 1950 and 1965-when plans for the resort and the
statehouse commenced-Florida's population more than doubled
to 5.8 million people, more than half of whom had migrated from
other states, and it rose from the twentieth most populous state to
ninth. 2 Transformation took place at a dizzying pace, as if Florida
had hitched a ride in one of Walt Disney's spinning teacups.
The mushrooming population placed new demands on state
government, long housed in a modest capitol. Congress had
provided $20,000 to erect a home for the territorial government
in 1839. On the highest spot in Tallahassee, a three-story brick
structure rose in the early 1840s. The simple edifice boasted a
columned pediment, reflecting the era's enthusiasm for neoclassical architecture. 3 Political scientist Charles Goodsell argues that
employing such styles conveys "values of reason, law and legitimate
government power; the contemporary state is in this way linked
with antiquity, thus establishing its temporal permanence beyond
doubt." 4 This tradition, employed in so many public buildings
across the United States, proved in Florida both popular and difficult to challenge in the mid-twentieth century.
Florida's capitol evolved as gradually as the state it served. It
housed Florida's executive, legislative, and judicial branches in
1
2

3

4

Michael Gannon, Florida: A Short History (Gainesville: University Press of
Florida, 1993), 28-31.
Charlton W. Tebeau, A History ofFlorida (Coral Gables, FL: University of Miami
Press, 1971), 431; Norman P. Ross, ed., Life Pictorial Atlas of the World (New York:
Time Inc., 1961), 175.
Lee H . Warner, "Florida's Capitols," Florida Historical Quarterly 61, no. 3
Uanuary 1983): 245-259; Henry-Russell Hitchcock and William Seale, Temp!,es
ofDemocracy: The State Capitols of the USA (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,
1976), 100-101.
Charles T. Goodsell, "The Architecture of Parliaments: Legislative Houses and
Political Culture," British journal of Political Science 18, no. 3 Uuly 1988), 290.
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humble quarters through the rest of the nineteenth century. In
1891, the state erected a small, awkward cupola on the roof, which
it replaced eleven years later with a more prominent, silver dome,
modifying the building to reflect a national trend in public architecture. 5 The U.S. Capitol dome, erected during the Civil War,
embodied to many a symbol of authority, unity, and national pride.
New statehouses constructed during the Gilded Age, even in former Confederate states like Georgia and Texas, drew inspiration
from the federal building's basic design. Florida's addition of a
boxy silver dome employed the same iconography of power. Echoing the state's growth in the early twentieth century, the statehouse
expanded repeatedly. Wings to the north and south rose in 1902,
and the state supreme court moved to its own neoclassical building
a decade later. New additions extended in. each cardinal direction
by the 1920s, with the building's final extensions to the north and
south completed by 1947. 6 The physically expansive situation in Tallahassee reflected a critique made by civic planner Harlean James
in 1925: "The monumental domed structure may always appeal to
the people as a fitting expression of their State governments, but
it seems clear that the expanding business of the important corporations of the States demands more space and housing than can
profitably be accommodated in a single classical building." 7
In the 1940s, state officials proposed a comprehensive plan for
the government campus. By that time, the hodgepodge expansion
of the capitol and construction of other buildings turned green
space in central Tallahassee into nondescript office structures. A
lack of adequate parking proved frustrating as well. 8 The state hired
landscape architect A.D. Taylor to produce a master plan in 1947,
the year the statehouse reached its ultimate size. Taylor's proposal
enhanced the site's grandeur, especially through promotion of the
Apalachee Parkway to provide a dramatic highway entrance to Tallahassee from the east, culminating at the capitol. 9 Plans for the
building and the state government's future, however, languished. A
5
6
7
8

Warner, "Florida's Capitols," 252-255.
Tebeau, A History ofFlorida, 173.
Harlean James, "Seven Southern State Capitols," Social Forces 4, no. 2
(December 1925), 394.
Don Severin, The Encyclopedia of State Capitols & Capitals: A Detailed Look at the 50
Capitol Buildings and the Capital Cities (Cove, OR: Mt. Fanny Publishing, 1999),
283.

9

Tallahassee-Leon County Planning Department, "The Florida Capitol Center:
A Preliminary Analysis" (March 1971), 8-13, box 1, folder 2, Historic Capitol
Project Files (S 575), State Archives of Florida, Tallahassee.
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Capitol Building Committee (CBC), created in 1959, noted defects
in the statehouse's ability to serve Floridians. Four years later, the
legislature instructed the CBC to consider plans to reconstruct the
capitol to better accommodate governmental needs. The committee considered replacing the statehouse's central section with a
high-rise office structure, although it preferred to retain the building's historic fabric. 10
By the early 1960s, the statehouse still housed the executive and
legislative branches in "a rabbit warren of small rooms and twisted,
narrow hallways. "11 In the spring of 1965, at the behest of the CBC,
the state legislature and Governor W. Haydon Burns established a
more authoritative Capitol Center Planning Committee (CCPC) to
review proposals for renovating or replacing the statehouse. The
legislation gave the CCPC broad powers, in contrast to the CBC,
and envisioned new buildings erected nearby to relieve pressure
on the existing capitol. 12 A mix of elected and appointed state
officials and prominent businessmen, the CCPC convened the following August. It advocated the purchase of a commercial block
due north of the capitol grounds for a legislative building, and to
turn the statehouse entirely over to executive offices. One CCPC
member suggested that the group wanted a traditional design for
the legislative structure, perhaps with a dome akin to those on the
existing capitol and state supreme court buildings. The Tallahassee
Democrat praised the idea "because it will put the government of all
Florida in ample and efficient quarters and help make the Capitol
of all Floridians the kind of building in the kind of setting which
will reflect the attractive prosperity of their state." 13
The state commenced buying buildings on the targeted block
in the fall of 1965. In the meantime, CCPC members toured legislative accommodations in other states, including a new building in
North Carolina, another Southern polity with an emerging reputation for innovation and economic growth. Designed by internationally renowned architect Edward Durell Stone, the North
10
11
12
13

"Report of the Capitol Center Planning Committee, 1965-1967," box 17,
folder 3, Governor Claude W. Kirk Papers (S 923), State Archives of Florida,
Tallahassee.
Charles T. Goodsell, The American Statehouse: Interpreting Democracy's Tempks
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2001), 163. See also Tallahassee Democrat,
April 11, 1967, 9.
Act effective 3 June 1965, ch. 65-262, 1965 Fla. Laws 959-962. Laws of Florida
(1965), chapter 65-262, 959-962.
Tallahassee Democrat, August 3, 1965, 1-2; Ibid., August 4, 1965, 1-2, 4
(quotation).
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Carolina Legislative Building supplemented a similarly overcrowded capitol in Raleigh. It blended sleek contemporary lines with
gentle decoration, a Stone trademark. At the structure's dedication in November 1964, one state official called it "the people's
building," intended to serve North Carolinians "for centuries to
come." Another declared that "it is thoroughly modern, functionally efficient, and it turns its face with optimism and confidence to
the future," and that when it reached the same age as the 120-yearold statehouse, "its newness will then be old and its charm will then
be mellowed by age." 14 The legislative building reflected its state
and promised a long, useful life, growing ever more ensconced
into the Tar Heel community.
The much-touted North Carolina building-and its architect-lingered in the minds of Florida decision-makers. In August
1966, the CCPC selected from six plans a massive square edifice
with boxy porticoes on each fac;ade that filled the city block, with
subterranean parking areas to relieve pressure on nearby streets.
Designed by Jacksonville architect Trent S. Wakeling, the building
echoed Stone's work in Raleigh both in form and function. The
Florida proposal, like the North Carolina structure, separated legislators from the public in an effort to streamline the business of
government. 15 Some elected officials applauded that aspect, while
others bristled. Senator Beth M. Johnson of Orlando considered
private elevators, dining rooms, and corridors a waste of space that
would leave the new building just as cramped as the old capitol.
She also considered the segregation of legislators "unnecessarily
expensive and would leave the members of the legislature subject
to considerable public criticism." Designers reassured the doubtful of their benign intent to keep government as unencumbered
as possible. 16
14

15
16

Ralph Bernard Reeves Jr., ed., The Dedication of the State Legislative Building,
Raleigh, North Carolina (Raleigh: North Carolina State University Press, 1966);
Edward Durell Stone Papers, accession 2, box 36, folder 21, Special Collections,
University Libraries, University of Arkansas, Fayetteville (hereafter cited as
"EDSP"). See also Derek R. Everett, "Modem Statehouses for Modem States:
Edward Durell Stone's Capitol Architecture in North Carolina and Florida,"
Southern Historian (Spring 2007), 76-81.
"New Statehouse for North Carolina," Architectural Forum 119 (December
1963): 87; Tallahassee Democrat, August 31, 1966, 13-14.
Letter from Tom Adams to Edwin Fraser, September 6, 1966, box 2, folder
25, Beth M.Johnson Papers (M 75-74), State Archives of Florida; Letter from
Beth M.Johnson to Verle A. Pope, September 16, 1966, box 2, folder 25, Beth
M.Johnson Papers (quotation); Letter from Tom Adams to Beth M.Johnson,
September 30, 1966, box 2, folder 25, Beth M.Johnson Papers.
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Legislative building designed by Trent S. Wakeling, proposed for the city block
north of the existing Florida State Capitol, 1966; "Report of the Capitol Center
Planning Committee, 1965-1967," page 29, box 17, folder 3, Governor Claude W.
Kirk Papers (S 923), State Archives of Florida.

Less symbolic issues also stalled progress on Florida's legislative building in November 1966. Legislators considered modifying the CCPC legislation to designate new revenue sources for
its construction.17 The election of a new governor changed the
situation as well. Burns, the conservative incumbent, lost a Democratic primary to Miami's mayor, Robert K High, who in turn lost
to insurance magnate Claude R. Kirk Jr., of Jacksonville. The first
Republican governor in Florida since Reconstruction, the headstrong Kirk often clashed with both parties in the legislature, and
reveled in his nickname "Claudius Maxim us." His presence introduced an element of uncertainty into the capitol question, among
many other state issues. 18
When the Florida legislature reconvened in the ramshackle
capitol in 1967, it argued a more fundamental issue regarding the
building's future, when Senator Lee Weissenborn lobbied to relocate the seat of government. The Miami Democrat argued that
Tallahassee no longer represented the center of Florida's population, and sought to move state authority to Orlando. Weissenborn
17
18

"Report of the Capitol Center Planning Committee, 1965-1967," Governor
Claude W. Kirk Papers (S 923).
Martin A. Dyckman, Reubin O'D. Askew and the Golden Age of Florida Politics
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2011), 8-16; David Bauerlein,
"Colorful former Gov. Claude KirkJr. 'knew no limits,"' Florida Times-Union,
jacksonville.com, posted September 28, 2011 (quotation).
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coordinated efforts against the legislative building's advocate,
Senator Mallory Horne, a Tallahassee Democrat, and plotted to
remove the city's designation as Florida's capital from the state
constitution. Although Kirk and most of the executive Cabinet
backed the existing capital city, many politicians complained about
its poor communication and transportation infrastructure. Yet an
estimated cost of nearly $65 million for a move, including the blow
to Tallahassee's economy, proved disconcerting. 19 In mid-April, to
undermine the relocationists, Horne and other north Florida officials offered a cheaper counterproposal-abandon the legislative
building and remodel the existing statehouse with new chambers.
A resolution to reconstruct the capitol passed both houses by the
end of the month. 20
After that defeat, Weissenborn shifted tactics. Joined by Senator Robert Elrod, an Orlando Republican, he proposed a commission to study capital removal. By late May 1967, the Cabinet
officially ended discussions on the legislative building, giving Weissenborn, Elrod, and others a victory, but both the capitol's and
capital's future remained unsettled. 21 Weissenborn challenged the
legality of using money appropriated for the legislative building for
capitol reconstruction instead, although the state's attorney general confirmed the propriety of such a move. Weissenborn and
his compatriots fought the question in the state supreme court, a
battle they lost in the summer of 1968. He pledged to continue the
battle in the U.S. Supreme Court, but that body refused to hear the
case. 22 The move-the-capital efforts ultimately entrenched the seat
19

20

21

22

Tallahassee Democrat, April 3, 1967, 1-2, 4; Orlando Sentinel April 5, 1967, 1A-2A;
Tallahassee Democrat, April 6, 1967, 1-2; Orlando Sentinel April 6, 1967, 3B; Ibid.,
April 7, 1967, lA, 12A; Tallahassee Democrat, April 7, 1967, 1-2; Orlando Sentinel,
April 8, 1967, 4A; Ibid., April 9, 1967, lA, 22A; Tallahassee Democrat, April 10,
1967, 4; Ibid., April 14, 1967, 13;Ibid., April 17, 1967, 1-2, 4; Ibid., April 18,
1967, 1-2; Orlando Sentinel, April 18, 1967, lA, 12A.
Tallahassee Democrat, April 19, 1967, 1-2; Ibid., April 20, 1967, 1-2; Orlando
Sentinel, April 20, 1967, 1A-2A, 4A; Ibid., April 21, 1967, 4A; Ibid., April 22,
1967, 2A; Ibid., April 23, 1967, lA, 26A; Tallahassee Democrat, April 24, 1967,
3-4; Ibid., April 25, 1967, 1-2; Orlando Sentinel, April 25, 1967, 4A; Ibid., April
26, 1967, SA; Tallahassee Democrat, April 26, 1967, l-2;Ibid., April 27, 1967, 1-2;
Orlando Sentinel April 27, 1967, lA, 5A; Ibid., April 28, 1967, 5A.
Orlando Sentinel, April 24, 1967, 6A; Ibid., May 2, 1967, lA, 5A; Ibid., May 3,
1967, lA, 7A; Ibid., May 4, 1967, 14A; Ibid., May 11, 1967, lOA; Tallahassee
Democrat, May 12, 1967, 5; Ibid., May 16, 1967, 3; Ibid., May 24, 1967, 2; Orlando
Sentinel May 24, 1967, 3C; Ibid., May 28, 1967, 4B; Ibid., May 30, 1967, 4A;
Tallahassee Democrat, May 31, 1967, 21.
Tallahassee Democrat, May 26, 1967, 3; Orlando Sentinel May 26, 1967, lA, 16A;
Tallahassee Democrat, May 30, 1967, l; Orlando Sentinel, May 31, 1967, lA, 12A;
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of government at Tallahassee, inconvenient but familiar to many, a
tolerable status quo.
The following September, with a sense of calm restored, the
CCPC resumed its work. The committee looked most favorably
upon plans to replace, or at least supplement, the capitol. By
the year's end, it interviewed 28 architectural firms to determine
a course of action. CCPC members deadlocked between Edward
Durell Stone's New York City-based office, and the Jacksonville
engineering firm Reynolds, Smith & Hills (RS&H) .23 In approximately 200 designs around the world, Stone challenged the austere
Modernism by incorporating restrained decoration. His popularity counterbalanced his controversial politics-including advocacy of African American civil rights-as state officials sought to
present a forward-looking image to a nation and world that often
considered them anything but progressive. 24 RS&H, meanwhile,
appealed to advocates of an in-state team; most famously, they had
transformed an Air Force base at Cape Canaveral into a spaceflight
facility. 25 To the relief of the evenly-divided CCPC and a dubious
Kirk, Stone and RS&H collaborated on the capitol project. The
former provided the fundamental design while the latter ensured
its functionality, making an effective team. 26 After years of debate
and delay, by 1969 the CCPC stood poised to make real progress on
the future of Florida's capitol.
In the meantime, a captivating mystery unfolded near the proposed state capital of Orlando. During the CCPC's initial work in
Daytona Beach Morning]ournal,January 23, 1968, 5; St. Petersburg Times,January
24, 1968, 2B; Ibid.,January 31, 1968, lB; Daytona Beach Morningjournal, April
10, 1968, 15; St. Petersburg Times, May 18, 1968, 2B; Daytona Beach Morning
journal, June 1, 1968, 2; (St. Petersburg) Evening Independent, September 11,
1968, 2A; Box 17, folder 6, Governor Claude R. Kirk Papers (S 923).

23
24

25
26

"Report of the Capitol Center Planning Committee, 1967-1969," box 17, folder
5, Governor Claude R. Kirk Papers (S 923); Tallahassee Democrat, December 12,
1968, 1, 15.
See Edward Durell Stone, The Evolution of an Architect (New York: Horizon
Press, 1962); Edward Durell Stone, Recent & Future Architecture (New York:
Horizon Press, 1967); Hicks Stone, Edward Durell Stone: A Son's Untold Story of
a Legendary Architect (New York: Rizzoli International Publications Inc., 2011);
Mary Anne Hunting, Edward Durell Stone: Modernism's Populist Architect (New
York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2013).
"Company History," RS&H, http://www.rsandh.com/about-us/companyhistory, accessed November 5, 2015.
Letter from Claude R. Kirk to Tom Adams, December 18, 1968, box 17, folder
5, Governor Claude R. Kirk Papers (S 923), State Archives of Florida; Letter
from Tom Adams to Claude R. Kirk, December 20, 1968, box 17, folder 5,
Governor Claude R. Kirk Papers.
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the summer of 1965, an unknown buyer purchased extensive tracts
in central Florida. After months of rumors regarding the transactions, ranging from aerospace to automotive industries, the Orlando Sentinel cracked the story in October, as the state made its own
real estate deals for a legislative building in Tallahassee. Walt Disney had decided upon the Orlando area for a vacation resort, and
sought to keep his land deals secret to prevent escalating prices.
Reporters at the Sentinel pursued leads until they felt comfortable
printing a front-page banner headline declaring Disney as the mystery buyer on October 20. He and Governor Burns-who learned
of the project only after the press had figured it out-confirmed
the acquisition of more than forty-two square miles at a press conference in Orlando on November 15. Named variously Project X,
Project Winter, and Project Future by corporate executives, it took
the moniker Disney World at that time. For all the excitement,
the press conference also proved frustrating, as Disney offered few
specifics about his intentions. 27
Precedent played a vital role in both aiding and restricting the
capitol and Disney World plans. At least one building in every state
offered a model upon which to draw inspiration for the home of
a representative government. By contrast, for the first phase of
Disney World, designers needed only one example-Disneyland
in California. Visits with his daughters to humdrum amusement
parks and carnivals, and distaste for their tacky atmosphere and
chaotic layout, had inspired Disney to contemplate his own familyfriendly attraction. In 1951, he hired artist Harper Goff to design
a sixteen-acre park across the street from the cartoon studio in
Burbank. It included a lake with a Victorian-style "New Town," a
Wild West-themed "Old Town," a farm, and historic transportation
including a steam train, stagecoaches, and a steamboat. 28
The Burbank site soon proved too small for Disney and Goff's
ideas, and the cartoon magnate looked for more land. He acquired
160 acres of orange groves in Anaheim, close to a planned freeway-a factor in the Florida site selection as well. Construction
27

28

Richard E. Fogelsong, Married to the Mouse: Walt Disney World and Orlando
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2001), 34-54; Chad Denver Emerson,
Project Future: The Inside Story Behind the Creation ofDisney World (Lexington, KY:
Ayefour Publishing, 2010), 5-88.
Randy Bright, Disneyland: Inside Story (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc.,
1987), 42-43; Karal Ann Marling, "Imagineering the Disney Theme Parks,"
in Designing Disney's Theme Parks: The Architecture of Reassurance, ed. Karal Ann
Marling (Paris: Flammarion, 1997), 52-62.
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of the meticulously designed park lasted a year, culminating in
Disneyland's grand opening inJuly 1955. Guests entered under a
circumference railroad and encountered a turn-of-the-twentiethcentury town called Main Street U.S.A., inspired by Disney and
Goff's hometowns of Marceline, Missouri, and Fort Collins, Colorado, respectively. Lured up the street to Sleeping Beauty Castle, visitors arrived at a hub from which radiated paths to themed lands.
Moving clockwise, they encountered tropical Adventureland, Wild
West-style Frontierland, medieval fairytale Fantasyland, and sleek
Tomorrowland. 29 A decade after Disneyland opened, a company
spokesman observed: "In the planning and building, there were
no standards to follow. Whatever worked became the code." 30 This
makeshift system worked well; in 1963, city planner James W. Rouse
declared Disneyland "the outstanding piece of urban design in the
United States." 31 The efficient layout and appealing architecture
made an obvious pattern for a second theme park.
While planning in California, Disney commented "I don't want
the public to see the world they live in while they're in the Park.
I want them to feel they're in another world." Yet the motels and
fast food restaurants that soon surrounded the site proved frustrating: "The one thing I learned from Disneyland was to control the
environment." 32 The scale of his Florida property liberated Disney.
As he declared in a film shot in October 1966, "in Florida we have
something special we never enjoyed at Disneyland, the blessing of
size. There's enough land here to hold all the ideas and plans
we could possibly imagine." 33 Although Disney died the following
December, his project continued. Corporate executives showed
the film to Governor Kirk, various elected officials, the media, and
prominent central Floridians at a soiree in Winter Park two months
later. Kirk raved about the concept, comparing its potential impact

29

30
31
32
33

Bright, Disneyland, 61-100; Christopher Finch, The Art of Walt Disney: From
Mickey Mouse to the Magic Kingdoms (Burbank, CA: Walt Disney Productions,
1975), 148, 150; Beth Dunlop, Building a Dream: The Art of Disney Architecture
(New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1996), 25-41.
TheOriginalEpcot, "Walt Disney's original E.P.C.O.T. film (1966) HD Full
Version,"
Youtube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sLCHg9mUBag,
posted September 22, 2013.
Bright, Disneyland, 29.
John Schultz, "The Fabulous Presumption of Disney World: Magic Kingdom
in the Wilderness," Georgia Review 42, no. 2 (Summer 1998), 276, 279. See also
Alan Bryman, Disney and His Worlds (New York: Routledge, 1995), 99-126.
"Walt Disney's original E.P.C.O.T. film (1966). See also Fogelsong, Married to
the Mouse, 59.
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on Florida to that of Spanish explorer Juan Ponce de Leon and
railroad magnate Henry M. Flagler. 34
The campaign shifted to Tallahassee in April 1967, when Disney's film screened for legislators in the capitol. 35 That month, as
Senator Weissenborn lobbied to relocate the seat of government,
the capitol project and Disney World intersected inside the statehouse. Senator Horne portrayed the two proposals as linked, and
finagled deals with central and south Florida politicians to adopt a
$600 million Disney incentive package and expand higher education in the Miami area in exchange for leaving the capital at Tallahassee. 36 Meanwhile, Weissenborn suggested partnering with
Disney in a move, inspiring the Tallahassee Democrat to ask readers: "Our State Capital in Disneyworld?" 37 Although many legislators from central Florida supported Weissenborn's efforts, they
restrained their enthusiasm to prevent retaliation by north Florida
interests who might scuttle the Disney incentives. 38 Ultimately, the
legislature created a special authority known as the Reedy Creek
Improvement District to encompass the Disney World property,
giving the company nearly unlimited power for policymaking on
its tracts. Roy 0. Disney, Walt's brother who continued the Florida
project, joined Kirk in the embattled statehouse on May 12, 1967
for a signing ceremony to cement the relationship between Florida
and the corporation. The latter's comfortable yet controversial
fiefdom-described by historian Richard E. Fogelsong as a "Vatican with mouse ears"-endures to the present day. 39
Walt Disney's 1966 film laid out the vision that his company
would modify and expand upon. Although only a small part of
the scheme, a new Disneyland-the Magic Kingdom-would open
first, elaborating upon the layout that had proved successful on the
west coast. A small area designed to evoke colonial America known
34
35
36
37
38
39

Fogelsong, Married to the Mouse, 66-70.
Emerson, Project Future, 111; Tallahassee Democrat, April 13, 1967, 8.
Tallahassee Democrat, April 6, 1967, 9; Ibid., April 7, 1967, 8; Orlando Sentinel,
April 7, 1967, 3B; St. Petersburg Times, April 27, 1967, 8A.
Tallahassee Democrat, April 7, 1967, 1.
Orlando Sentinel, April 15, 1967, IA-2A; Ibid., April 26, 1967, IC; Ibid., May 1,
1967, IA, 14A.
Fogelsong, Married to the Mouse, 5 (quotation), 70-77; Emerson, Project Future,
91-115; Orlando Sentinel, May 5, 1967, IA, 18A; ibid., May 9, 1967, 7A; Tallahassee
Democrat, May 12, 1967, 2; Orlando Sentine~ May 13, 1967, IA, I0A. Editor
Malcolm Johnson of the Tallahassee Democrat, during the Disney bills debate,
proposed carving a new county from Orange and Osceola counties to coincide
with Disney World and thus resolve any potential jurisdictional questions. See
Tallahassee Democrat, April 11, 1967, 1-2.

Published by STARS, 2022

11

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 96 [2022], No. 1, Art. 4

74

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

as Liberty Square, shoehorned between Frontierland and Fantasyland, provided the only major break with the original California
model. Nonetheless, historian and park employee Jeff Kurtti calls
Frontierland "the most distinctly American statement in the Magic
Kingdom, a tribute to the pioneer spirit that moved Americans
westward." The themed lands extended to the first on-site hotelsthe Polynesian and Contemporary resorts, which echoed Adventureland and Tomorrowland, respectively. 40 Visitors familiar with
the California park would have no problem navigating its Florida
counterpart. Both benefited from the careful planning introduced
in the former and fleshed out in the latter.
The "visually integrated and carefully orchestrated" atmosphere in California and Florida, in the words of historical geographer Richard Francaviglia, offers insight into Disney's efforts toward
interpreting history through architecture. Francaviglia describes
Walt Disney as "an applied popular historian who stressed the continuity and validity of the past in an era that espoused progress and
advocated the erasure of most history from the 'real' (or everyday)
American landscape." 41 Art historian Karal Ann Marling demonstrates how Disney used instinct to create believable, appealing
scenes. Like many scholars, she points out how Disney arranged
his parks cinematically to tell a story as guests progressed through
it. Disneyland's "gentle fakery" of scale and color, especially on
Main Street, embraced visitors in a good-old-days sensibility that
they never knew but believed once existed, which Marling calls
"the architecture of reassurance. "42 She echoes fellow art historian
Christopher Finch, who notes that Disneyland was "designed to
satisfy the existing imaginative appetites of tens of millions of men,
women, and children." Finch further links the familiar with the
iconic in Disney's California design, calling it "the Versailles of the
twentieth century," albeit "a Versailles designed for the pleasure
of the people." 43 Through his combination of showmanship and
popular insight, Disney created places "at once absolutely realistic and absolutely fantastic," or even "hyperrealistic," according to
40

41
42
43

Jeff Kurtti, Since the World Began: Walt Disney World-The First 25 Years (New
York: Roundtable Press, 1996), 41-79 (quotation 52); Dunlop, Building a
Dream, 43-53. In the 1950s, Disney first proposed a similarly patriotic area as
a cul-de-sac of Main Street in Disneyland, but his "Liberty Street" never made
the leap to reality in California. See Bright, Disneyland, 165.
Richard Francaviglia, "History after Disney: The Significance of 'Imagineered'
Historical Places," Public Historian 17, no. 4 (Autumn 1995), 71.
Marling, "Imagineering the Disney Theme Parks," 79, 83.
Finch, The Art of Walt Disney, 150, 158, italics original.
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semiotician Umberto Eco. 44 This approach glosses over the warts
of history, emphasizing order and stability at Disney's parks, a consequence of the Cold War era in which they took shape. After two
years of clearing land and crafting a stable foundation, construction on the Magic Kingdom commenced in the spring of 1969. 45
Disney's work reverberated in myriad ways in Tallahassee.
Although the company boasted its own tree farm and nurseries,
which cultivated and installed more than 60,000 plants, it also
depended upon state sources to beautify the site. 46 In a letter to his
father, Fort Lauderdale-based landscape architect Edward Durell
Stone, Jr. bemoaned Walt Disney World's impact on his industry.
The theme park monopolized tree, bush, and flower nurseries
across Florida, making it impossible to plan for the statehouse work
or anything else. 47 The Orlando project also demanded practically
all large construction and earth-moving equipment in the Deep
South, further affecting projects throughout the region. 48
At the same time, important changes took place in Tallahassee regarding the capitol project, then under review by Stone and
RS&H. Governor Kirk abolished the CCPC in a broader reorganization scheme, and the statehouse discussion shifted to the executive Cabinet. 49 Meanwhile, Stone and RS&H drafted a report on
possible courses of action. They declared the existing capitol insufficient and dismissed a renovation or expansion as financially and
logistically poor options, confirming what many people already
believed. The team suggested a new home for Florida's government, one erected without consideration of the historic building's
future. 50 With the Cabinet's approval that summer, Stone and
RS&H commenced work on a modem vision for Florida.
On September 16, 1969, two months after Apollo ll's trip
from the RS&H-designed Cape Ca1:averal to the moon, that firm
44

45
46
47

48
49
50

Umberto Eco, TravelsinHyperreality (Orlando, FL: Harcourt Brace &Company,
1986), 43.
Bryman, Disney and His Worlds, 127-142; Schultz, "The Fabulous Presumption
of Disney World," 286; Kurtti, Since the World Began, 26.
Kurtti, Since the World Began, 29.
Letter from Edward Durell Stone,Jr. to Edward Durell Stone, September 20,
1971, EDSP, accession 2, box 27, folder 10. Disneyland's construction in the
mid-1950s caused a similar landscaping shortage in California. See Bright,
Disneyland, 73.
Fogelsong, Married to the Mouse, 80.
Tallahassee Democrat,]une 24, 1969, 6.
Draft of a letter by Edward Durell Stone and Associates,June 18, 1969, EDSP,
accession 2, box 27, folder 10; "Capitol Building, Tallahassee, Florida, Project
Analysis," June 30, 1969, EDSP, accession 2, box 27, folder 14.
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Florida State Capitol proposal by Edward Durrell Stone, with an executive office
tower, legislative building with glass-domed rotunda, legislative office buildings
with square courtyards, and suggested future structures along Monroe Street, all
surrounding the restored 1845 core of the old statehouse, 1969; Florida Memory,
State Archives of Florida, image RC08419.

and Stone presented a four-phase plan to Kirk and the Cabinet.
The first phase consisted of two square legislative office buildings
with interior courtyards flanking the existing capitol. The second
phase called for a twenty-story executive office tower capped with
three low glass domes to light plants on an observation deck. In
the third phase, a large, boxy building with legislative chambers
linked the first two phases, and included a glass dome above a central rotunda, a modern example of that popular public architecture element. Underneath the tower and central structure, space
for 1,500 automobiles resolved the long-bemoaned lack of parking.
Finally, the fourth phase suggested demolishing all but the 1845
core of the old statehouse to create an historic plaza in front of
the modern building. Malcolm Johnson, editor of the Tallahassee Democrat, called the proposal "an ingenious blend of the past
and future Florida, the nostalgic and the visionary," one that "looks
backward to our heritage as well as forward to our future. The people of growing, progressive Florida should be ready to move ahead
with it." 51 Stone's work reflected contemporary, dynamic political
developments, including a new constitution adopted by voters in
1968 to replace a Reconstruction-era one. More directly tied to the
51

"Florida Capitol Center," September 16, 1969, EDSP, accession 2, box 27,
folder 14; Tallahassee Democrat, September 16, 1969, 1, 10 (quotations).
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building's purpose, it also coincided with a federally-mandated legislative reapportionment that ended decades of domination by the
"Pork Chop Gang"-northern Florida politicos like Senator Horne
whose districts gave them disproportionate power over members
from rapidly-growing areas farther down the peninsula. 52 Stone
thus offered a modern statehouse for a modernizing state.
Edward Durell Stone's design echoed other recent capitols.
Greek and Roman designs with columns and domes-especially
after the Civil War, following the U.S. Capitol model-dominated
American public architecture in the nineteenth century. The carnage of World War I led to a reaction against European-inspired
design, however. Starting with a new Nebraska capitol in the 1920s,
architects replaced or supplemented older state buildings with
towers. Such plans relied upon the American innovation of steelframe skyscrapers to house ever-expanding government agencies.
Tower statehouses also rose in Louisiana and North Dakota in the
1930s. Capitols built after World War II evoked local characteristics rather than national or international architectural trends,
including Hawaii's volcano-shaped building and one in New
Mexico that evoked Native American designs. 53 Stone's design for
Florida blended both of these ideas-a sleek, modern skyscraper
to accommodate a growing bureaucracy, a reflection of the state's
cutting-edge reputation, the jumping-off point into humanity's
next frontier.
Statehouse precedent proved difficult to challenge, however.
During the design process, Stone and RS&H heard concerns from
several officials, most prominently state comptroller Fred 0. Dickinson, Jr. Formerly a state senator from West Palm Beach, Dickinson lost Democratic gubernatorial primaries in 1960 and 1964.
During the first campai , he had described the statehouse as
"pathetic and disgraceful," and called for its restoration. 54 In 1965,
52
53

54

Tebeau, A History of Florida, 449-450; Gannon, Florida, 135.
Hitchcock and Seale, Temples of Democracy, 272-302; Jay M. Price, "Capitol
Improvements: Style and Image in Arizona's and New Mexico's Public
Architecture," journal of Arizona History 41, no. 4 (Winter 2000), 368-371.
Arizona attempted a capitol replacement/supplement project akin to
Florida's at the same time. It added modern, flanking legislative chambers
to the domed, neoclassical building in 1960, and by 1977 moved executive
offices to a tower behind the historic statehouse, renovated as a museum by the
end of the decade. Arizona's piecemeal efforts created a less architecturally
harmonious campus than Florida's, although that state's work proceeded with
far less political controversy. See Price, "Capitol Improvements," 372-377.
St. Petersburg Times, March 4, 1960, lOA.
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Governor Burns appointed him comptroller and a member of the
CCPC. Meanwhile, Dickinson aided in the planning for Walt Disney World, meeting with corporate officials to create a favorable tax
system for the resort. He also confirmed Governor Kirk's authority
over the capitol project's finances. 55 Although Dickinson's support
for tourism in central Florida endured, his four years of statehouse
planning turned to objection in 1969. Upon reviewing Stone's
plan, Dickinson feared that a skyscraper would overshadow nearby
structures. He also worried about a lack of classical elements familiar in such buildings. To that end, Dickinson proposed a four-story
dome in place of the office tower, to crown the new building in a
more familiar way, one that he expected to prove more economical
than erecting a skyscraper. 56 His doubts made little impact in 1969,
but they set the stage for more serious protests two years later.
Ultimately, Kirk proved a greater obstacle, although not for
stylistic reasons. During the September 1969 Cabinet meeting,
he objected to the first phase-the legislative office buildingsand sought to use the funds for highways instead. The alliterative Republican decried "princely and ponderous palaces for the
potentates," and hinted that Democrats sought only to feather
their political nests. The Cabinet pointed out that $8.4 million
in dedicated, voter-approved funding existed for the capitol work,
and all other members voted against Kirk. Several Cabinet members also pointed out that the governor had recently renovated
his capitol office, using the state's general fund to produce a suspiciously lavish space. In response, the defensive Kirk attempted
to tie his resistance to President Richard M. Nixon's proposals for
reducing inflation, a claim rejected politically and in the press. 57
Yet the governor's recalcitrance proved at least partially effective.
Although construction on phase one proceeded, Kirk stymied further capitol efforts for the rest of his administration.
By 1971, Florida boasted two new office structures that added
to the capitol's cluttered environs as much as they relieved pressure
on the aging building. The rest of Stone's proposal languished
55
56
57

Fogelsong, Married to the Mouse, 57; Tallahassee Democrat, August 31, 1966,
14; Executive Proclamation draft, July 11, 1968, box 17, folder 4, Governor
Claude W. Kirk Papers (S 923).
Draft of a letter by Edward Durell Stone and Associates,June 18, 1969, EDSP,
accession 2, box 27, folder 10.
Tallahassee Democrat, September 16, 1969, 1, 10; Ibid., September 17, 1969, 1
(quotation), 3, 4; Ibid., September 18, 1969, 1, 13, 14; Ibid., September 19,
1969, 4; St. Petersburg Times, September 24, 1969, 14C.
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until a change in governors restarted the project. Kirk lost reelection in 1970 to Reubin O'D. Askew, a state legislator from Pensacola since 1959, who took back the governor's office for the
Democrats. 58 Unlike the political novice Kirk, Askew had long
experienced the old capitol's constraints. He resumed talks with
Stone and RS&H in the spring of 1971. By that point, Stone served
primarily as a figurehead for his large firm. Nonetheless, he still
secured impressive commissions, including an ultimately unexecuted scheme for a Rhode Island state campus in Providence, and
a massive office complex to supplement state facilities in Frankfort, Kentucky. Both the Rhode Island and Kentucky projects bore
similarities in intent and design to the Tallahassee proposal. In
the meantime, although advancing age and an epicurean lifestyle
affected the quality and quantity of Stone's work, he remained
active in the Florida project. 59
Tension percolated through the statehouse corridors in the
spring of 1971 as discussion resumed on the building's future.
Vietnam War protests inspired bomb threats and evacuations, and
a visit by Vice President Spiro Agnew transformed the capitol into
an "armed fortress." A proposal to reorganize the legislature into
a unicameral body offered both political and architectural consequences, as the notion might affect designs for a new edifice. 60
The debate between a traditional or modern capitol design also
resumed. Ivan H. Smith, a partner in RS&H, wrote to Stone noting the popularity of "some degree of verticality particularly in the
center portion suggesting classical columns ... to satisfy the desire
for 'something that looks like a capitol building. '" 61 Comptroller Dickinson, the leading voice for an old-style statehouse, conducted a straw poll among state senators, three-quarters of whom
advocated a structure with some sort of dome. One member from
Crestview insisted that "the domed capitol is one of the few vestiges

58
59
60
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Gordon E. Harvey, The Politics of Trust: Reubin Askew and Florida in the 1970s
(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2015), 11; Dyckman, R.eubin O'D.
Askew and the Golden Age ofFlorida Politics, 61-64.
Stone, Edward Durell Stone, 279-299.
Florida Times-Union, May 4, 1971, B2; Ibid., May 6, 1971, B6; Ibid., May 12,
1971, B2; Ibid., May 13, 1971, B2 (quotation); Ibid., May 21, 1971, B6. Agnew's
visit also inspired the first security fence at the governor's mansion, where he
stayed during his visit, at the insistence of the Secret Service. See Dyckman,
Reubin O'D. Askew and the Golden Age ofFlorida Politics, 151.
Letter from Ivan H. Smith to Chester Blakemore, April 2, 1971, EDSP, accession
2, box 27, folder 10.
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of heritage we have left." 62 Dickinson railed against the "glass bubble" atop Stone's plan, and in response the architect dismissed the
"phony dome" atop the existing capitol, one that lacked an interior rotunda. 63 Stone offered a compromise design by replacing
the tower with a neoclassical dome, although its slapdash appearance suggested that the firm did not consider the traditional top
a serious proposal. Secretary of State Richard Stone, for example,
dismissed the architect's latest scheme as a "new blister." 64 The
executive Cabinet voted 4-3 on May 11 to pursue the skyscraper
scheme, described by Askew as a "beautiful concept" for "the fastest
growing large state in the nation. "65
The design debate crackled in Florida's press. Editor Johnson
of the Democrat emerged as a leading defender of Stone's proposal.
He dismissed the existing dome as an impractical, dated ornament,
and praised the "pristine shaft above our city as a unique, original,
and modern symbol of the multi-faceted state." 66 The St. Petersburg
Times similarly considered Stone's concept "apt for fast-growing
Florida." 67 Jacksonville's Florida Times-Union, by contrast, called
the skyscraper appropriate for a commercial building, "but it fails
to blend Florida's history, tradition and the sovereignty of statehood into its modernity." 68 One editor outlined the feud between
"domesters" and "slabsters," and suggested that Tallahasseans
feared another attempt to relocate the capital. Figures from both
sides of that debate four years earlier spoke out. Senator Horne
declared: "If it's a dome or a slab, I'll like it. When it comes to
construction of a new capitol, I'll admit I'm a political prostitute." 69
Senator Weissenborn, who had abandoned his attempt to move the
seat of government, expressed no preference for a new style, but
advocated demolishing the existing structure. 70 In the meantime,
Dickinson produced several plans by the architectural firm J.E.
Greiner Company of Baltimore, which had recently partnered with
RS&H on Tampa's new airport. The latest designs retained the
62
63
64
65
66
67
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Florida Times-Union, May 13, 1971, B5 (quotation); Ibid., May 19, 1971, B4.
DaytonaBeachMorning]oumal, March 16, 1971, 2.
Ibid., May 12, 1971, 14.
Tallahassee Democrat, May 11, 1971, l; Florida Times-Union, May 12, 1971, B4
(quotation).
Tallahassee Democrat, May 12, 1971, 1 (quotation), 12.
St. Petersburg Times, May 17, 1971, 14A.
Florida Times-Union, May 16, 1971, Al6.
Ibid., May 14, 1971, B2.
Daytona Beach Morning Journal, April 8, 1971, 9; (St. Petersburg) Evening
Independent, April 9, 1971, 2A
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Gold-Domed, $13.9 Million Remodelled Capitol Building
... arfist rendering presented to Cabinet by Comptroller Fred Dickinson

One of several proposals for a gold-domed Florida State Capitol, retaining the most
recent legislative wings of the existing building and incorporating Edward Durell
Stone's legislative office buildings, while reconstructing the old capitol's central
portion, designed by J.E. Greiner & Company and submitted by state comptroller
Fred 0. Dickinson; Tallahassee Democrat, September 7, 1971, page 10.

capitol's latest wings and expanded its central section into a box
surmounted by a gold dome, replacing the structurally unsound
core with a more functional design. To accommodate the need
for executive offices, Dickinson suggested that the state could use
existing buildings of varying ages and conditions, another cost-saving measure. Askew authorized a commission of architects, engineers, and politicians to study the various proposals and issue a
report that fall. 71
As the commission's work proceeded, Dickinson redoubled
his campaign, arguing that "we owe an obligation to future generations to build a capitol that reflects the feel of Americana." 72
During a Cabinet meeting on September 7, 1971, the comptroller
hearkened to the Magic Kingdom, less than a month away from
its opening day: "We should recognize the charisma of the hour.
The first phase of Disney World includes replicas of Williamsburg
and colonial America," referring to Liberty Square. 73 By tying his
71
72
73

Florida Times-Union, May 19, 1971, B4; TallahasseeDemocrat, September 10, 1971,
9; Orlando Sentinel, October 20, 1971, l0A.
Tallahassee Democrat, September 13, 1971, 11.
Ibid., September 7, 1971, 10; St. Petersburg Times, September 8, 1971, 1B
(quotation); TallahasseeDemocrat, September 13, 1971, 11. At the same meeting,
the Cabinet approved emergency funds to hire more state troopers to cope
with an expected traffic onslaught in central Florida on the Magic Kingdom's
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domed capitol vision to the soon-to-open resort, Dickinson engaged
in what sociologist Alan Bryman calls "the Disneyization of society,"
the influence of its theme parks' design and experience on conceptions of the wider world. 74 Editorials and letters either advocated
or eviscerated Dickinson's proposal, and again raised the specter of
capital removal. A recent University of Florida architecture school
graduate, for example, called Stone's design "a product genuinely
of our times and of what we are and not a sham copy of what our
great-grandparents produced in their era." Meanwhile, Dickinson
defended himself in several state newspapers. 75 The comptroller's
Disney-based justification earned attention from a St. Petersburg
press that nicknamed him "Dickinson the domesayer." In response
to his use of Liberty Square as inspiration, the paper noted: "Disney World will have a 'pioneer land' featuring log cabins, too-but
should Florida's capitol be built out of hewn logs and mud caulking?" It believed that the statehouse should celebrate the present and future rather than hearken to the past. 76 After all, Disney
already had that base covered.
Amidst the capitol debate, Floridians celebrated the opening
of an attraction that drew upon diverse architectural visions to
delight visitors. The first phase of Walt Disney's vision-the Magic
Kingdom, an expanded and polished version of California's Disneyland-opened on October 1, 1971. After two years of site preparation, 9,000 construction workers had labored for two and a half
years to build the $400 million Magic Kingdom, a frenzy of princesses and pioneers, of nostalgia and fantasy. More than 8,000 cast
members (the company's term for employees) welcomed 10,000
guests on opening day. Roy Disney dedicated the park and the
project as a whole-renamed Walt Disney World-to his brother.
Over 10 million people passed through the Magic Kingdom's gates
in the first year, 2 million more than expected. 77
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opening day. See St. Petersburg Times, September 8, 1971, 2B; Orlando Sentinel,
November 16, 1971, 3B.
Alan Bryman, The Disneyization of Society (London: Sage Publishers, 2004).
Tallahassee Democrat, September 9, 1971, 1, 14; Ibid., September 12, 1971, 2B;
Miami Herald, September 17, 1971, 6A; Tallahassee Democrat, September 18,
1971, 4; Ibid., September 19, 1971, 2B; Miami Herald, September 20, 1971, 6A;
Tallahassee Democrat, September 21, 1971, 5; ·St. Petersburg Times, September 26,
1971, 2D (quotation); Tallahassee Democrat, October 3, 1971, 2B.
(St. Petersburg) Evening Independent, September 9, 1971, 18A.
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Orlando's pixie dust offered scant distraction for Florida officials mired in the capitol debate. Four days after the Magic Kingdom opened, a Tallahassee cleric delivering a prayer at a Cabinet
meeting excoriated its members. Rabbi Stanley Garfein placed the
statehouse issue in a spiritual context: "In our desire to build a capitol, keep us from the idolatry of worshipping a particular shape,
material, or style. Instead, we should view the temples of state
as offerings unto Thee, whose purpose is to teach and serve the
people." 78 Later that October, Dickinson used procedural options
available to his position to delay funding plans for capitol work,
while Askew's commission rejected the comptroller's claims that
the gold-domed statehouse would cost less than Stone's design. 79
Dickinson encountered another stumbling block in early November, when voters adopted a corporate tax proposal advocated by
the governor-one that Dickinson had publicly opposed-by more
than a two-to-one margin. Askew's triumph bolstered his influence
on many issues, including the capitol. 80 To make matters worse for
Dickinson, a few days after the election, the capitol commission
rejected his plans to rebuild the core of the existing statehouse as
disruptive and impractical. 81 Meanwhile, Stone submitted another
version of the domed modern building he had offered the previous May, this time affixing a neoclassical top to his design for
the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, which had opened
that September in Washington, D.C. It appealed to Dickinson but
struck many in Florida as another insultingly halfhearted suggestion, likely made to strengthen the skyscraper's case. 82 As Johnson
of the Democrat snapped: "Dome or None, Get on with It." 83
On November 16, 1971, six weeks after the Magic Kingdom
debuted its "architecture of reassurance," Florida's Cabinet met to
act on the statehouse debate. Askew believed that its members supported Stone's skyscraper, but Dickinson lobbied once more for
Orlando Sentinel October 6, 1971, IOA.
Ibid., October 13, 1971, 14A; Tallahassee Democrat, October 19, 1971, 11; Ibid.,
October 20, 1971, 9; Orlando Sentinel November 5, 1971, 3B.
·
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Democrat, November 3, 1971, I, 8; Ibid., November 4, 1971, 13; Orlando Sentinel
November 4, 1971, IA, 14A; Tallahassee Democrat, November 10, 1971, 20.
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Compromise statehouse proposal submitted by Edward Douglas Stone, with a
legislative building reminiscent of the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts
surmounted by a traditional dome, which would require a separate executive
structure (not depicted) , 1971; Florida Memory, State Archives of Florida, image
RC22415.

his own reassuring architecture, a neoclassical domed structure:
"I think it's part of the American symbol of government." 84 Yet
the comptroller found little support among his colleagues. State
construction chief Robert H. Brown, for example, considered the
skyscraper design as "the most logical and economical. "85 As the
official who would ultimately erect the structure, Brown's opinion carried particular weight. Ultimately, the Cabinet agreed to
demolish all but the 1845 core of the old capitol and restore it as
a museum, but the members postponed a decision on the domeversus-tower issue until they received input from the legislature,
scheduled to meet in a special session later that month. 86
Florida legislators returned to their crowded old capitol, augmented by the new office buildings, in late November 1971. A
84
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Letter from Robert H. Brown to Edward Durell Stone, October 26, 1971,
EDSP, accession 2, box 27, folder 10.
Transcript of Florida executive Cabinet meeting, November 16, 1971, EDSP,
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few weeks later, demonstrating that humor endured amidst the
acrimony, senators debated a sarcastic resolution calling for the
old capitol's dome to be placed on Dickinson's front lawn upon its
removal. 87 During the next regular session in the spring of 1972,
Askew won $25 million from the legislature to complete the skyscraper capitol as designed by Stone, the governor's long-preferred
choice and one tacitly embraced by the Cabinet. 88 The decision
pleased the self-assured Stone; according to an RS&H staffer, the
architect quipped: "I don't care what they want-this is what they
are going to get. It will be good for Florida. "89 Most of the Cabinet,
including Dickinson, ultimately acquiesced to the tower to get the
project underway, although the comptroller groused: "I think we
ought to give the people of Florida a capitol building that won't
make them wonder which building is really the capitol." 90 As a
nod to the traditionalists, Stone incorporated unadorned domes
above the legislative chambers flanking the executive tower, shifted
eastward from his original plan to replace the central glass-domed
rotunda. The change reassured disgruntled state supreme court
justices, who had objected to their building standing in the shadow
of the executive tower. The Cabinet worked out final design details
in December 1972, and work commenced at last on the chambers
and skyscraper between Stone's existing office buildings the following spring. 91
Capitol construction lasted for five years, culminating in a
dedication ceremony on March 31, 1978. Due to illness, Stone
did not attend; he died the following August. Askew presided over
the ceremony, and described the new statehouse buildings as "not
only workspaces to the government, but monuments to the public will." Some press accounts contrasted the governor's triumphant remarks with the building's cost-$43 million, more than
twice the estimate calculated nine years earlier. Others noted a
litany of technical glitches in the state-of-the-art edifice, while some
reporters heard complaints about cramped legislative chambers,
similar to grousing about the old capitol. Nonetheless, the building provided public spaces for the easier interaction of politicians,
lobbyists, and constituents than in the constrained former capitol. A lobby on the fourth floor between the legislative chambers
87
88
89
90
91
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offered a nexus for interaction, as the hub in front of Cinderella
Castle brought together the Magic Kingdom's themed lands and
oriented its visitors. 92 Later that spring, the legislature approved
a sarcastic plaque for the new structure's lobby to credit Senator
Weissenborn's 1967 efforts at capital removal for inspiring the edifice. In response, he declared: "I'm flattered to have my name in
the new Capitol, but it doesn't constitute my endorsement for what
was built there. The place is so fancy it's almost obscene. Is all
that beauty necessary when there are so many unmet needs in the
state?" 93 The new capitol's look reflected the dynamic 1970s, an
era that historian Gordon E. Harvey describes as "one of the most
pivotal decades in the state's history," one that "brought it out of
the sleepy days of its past and made it a modern state." 94
In the summer of 1975, as construction on Florida's modem
capitol approached the halfway point, Walt Disney World executives announced the second phase of construction on the property.
Nine years earlier, Walt Disney's film description of his Florida project had discussed the Magic Kingdom briefly before shifting to "the
most exciting, by far the most important part of our Florida project, in fact the heart of everything we'll be doing in Disney World."
He envisioned an innovative city, a collaboration with American
industrial corporations to create a new kind of urban community,
one that depended upon state-of-the-art mass transit and a clearly
defined physical plan. Disney wanted to build a model city for a
clean, healthy, productive future using techniques developed at
Disneyland. He called it the Experimental Prototype Community
of Tomorrow, or EPCOT, a place "that will always be in a state of
becoming" and "a living blueprint of the future." 95 For Disney, the

92

93

94
95

Tallahassee Democrat, March 31, 1978, IA, 3A; Ibid., April 1, 1978, IA, 8A;
(Orlando) Sentinel Star, April 1, 1978, 3C (quotation); Florida Times-Union,
April 1, 1978, Bl; St. Petersburg Times, April 1, 1978, 2B; (Orlando) Sentinel Star,
April 2, 1978, 3B; St. Petersburg Times, April 2, 1978, IB; Goodsell, The American
Statehouse, 163.
Laws of Florida (1978), chapter 78-126, 476; Sarasota Herald-Tribune, July 2,
1978, IE (quotation). The "honor" echoed a similar resolution discussed by
the state Senate in May 1967. Tallahasseans abolished prohibition there that
month, a move that some legislators credited to Weissenborn for prompting
voters to make the capital more appealing to politicians and end the removal
talk. See Orlando Sentinel, May 11, 1967, 2A, 4A.
Harvey, The Politics of Trust, 177.
"Walt Disney's original E.P.C.O.T. film," Youtube, posted September 22, 2013;
Steve Mannheim, Walt Disney and the Quest for Community (Aldershot, UK:
Ashgate, 2002), 3-86.
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Magic Kingdom was a sideshow dominated by its neighbor, the
most forward-looking urban center on earth.
The vision of EPCOT, and its role as the heart of Walt Disney
World, reflected Florida's emerging status as a center of innovation. In that sense, Dickinson and other capitol figures motivated
by Disney's plans missed the point. If any design for Walt Disney
World should have influenced public architecture in Tallahassee,
surely the futuristic, optimistic EPCOT offered a more visionary
inspiration than the Magic Kingdom's quaint facades hiding amusements and gift shops. In addition, Disney's model city required the
Reedy Creek Improvement District to guarantee the corporation's
authority over prospective residents. Considering the increasing
urban tension of the late 1960s, promoting management over liberty appealed to many decision-makers. 96 Whether for its dramatic
concept of a prosperous future or its emphasis on social order and
a regulated reality, EPCOT reflected the state in which it would
rise better than the Magic Kingdom. With that in mind, Stone's
skyscraper capitol design proved the most appropriate.
Yet Walt Disney's EPCOT never came to be, at least not in
the way he intended. After his death in 1966, his successors reimagined EPCOT as a theme park. Disney's cutting-edge community transformed into "a permanent World's Fair of imagination,
discovery, education, and exploration that combines the Disney
entertainment and communications skills with the knowledge
and predictions for the future of authorities from industry, the
academic world, and the professions." The EPCOT park offered
two components-a Future World with sleek, corporate-sponsored
attractions touting energy production, transportation, agriculture,
and more, and a World Showcase with pavilions celebrating various countries and cultures. A geodesic sphere dominates EPCOT
the way Cinderella Castle anchors the Magic Kingdom. The World
Showcase pavilions, like most architecture in Disneyland and the
Magic Kingdom, depend upon familiar styles and even copied
landmarks from around the world, offering more "architecture
of reassurance." The American Adventure pavilion in particular
evolved stylistically in a process that sounded familiar to those that
took place in Tallahassee. Designers originally intended a modern
appearance for the host nation's structure, but ultimately settled
on a hulking Georgian Revival edifice akin to the Magic Kingdom's
96

Mannheim, Walt Disney and the Quest for Community, 105-125.
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Liberty Square. 97 The traditional architecture-and the chauvinistic extravaganza presented inside the American pavilion-exemplified the kind of historical fac;ade that Dickinson and others
preferred in the Florida capitol debate.
EPCOT blends education and celebration, although it falls far
short of Walt Disney's transformative concept with global implications. Construction commenced in October 1979, eight years after
the Magic Kingdom opened and a year and a half after Florida dedicated its new capitol. A crew of more than 10,000 people labored
for three years at the site-which Disney had personally selected
for his futuristic city-while the company spent approximately a
billion dollars on it. Originally known as EPCOT Center, it welcomed visitors for the first time on October 1, 1982, exactly eleven
years after the Magic Kingdom's debut. 98
The construction and dedication of EPCOT Center coincided
with one last capitol project in Tallahassee, the restoration of the
old building. State historians produced a report outlining preservation options in 1975, and Stone and RS&H composed another
two years later. 99 Not everyone supported the statehouse's survival,
however. Ensconced in his new office, Askew expressed little interest in the crumbling structure next door. One state press suggested
that he "would like to hire the U.S. Air Force to bomb the old
building off the map." 100 Donald Tucker, a Tallahassee Democrat
and speaker of the House of Representatives, declared "We ought
to take a big bomb, put it right in the middle of the building, and
explode it so the Capitol just crumbles. It's a disgrace." 101 Yet many
constituents sent letters begging Askew to spare the structure. One
Gainesville resident marveled at the approach up the Apalachee
Parkway-as envisioned by A.D. Taylor three decades earlier-and

Kurtti, Since the World Began, 81-117 (quotation 82); Marling, "Imagineering
the Disney Theme Parks," 148-168; Mannheim, Walt Disney and the Quest for
Community, 127-140. The new description ofEPCOT reflected its origins in the
1964 World's Fair in New York City, which convinced Disney to pursue an east
coast project.
98 Kurtti, Since the World Began, 89-90.
99 "Preservation of Florida's Capitol: History, Alternatives, Recommendations,"
Miscellaneous Project Report Series 26, July 1975, box 1, folder 12, Historic
Capitol Project Files (S 575), State Archives of Florida; "Conservation
Alternatives-Existing Capitol Building, Florida Capitol Complex," January
1977, box 1, folder 18, Historic Capitol Project Files. See also Preservation News,
January 1978, 1-2.
100 Florida Times-Union, April 2, 1978, B6.
101 Fort Myers News Press, February 6, 1977, SB.
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portrayed the late 197Os vista as "a majestic blend of the historic
and the modern." He went on:
I think that both Capitols together. .. offer a striking point
of departure for these rapidly evolving times. In short, I
think that both of the Capitols standing together-the new
keeping watch over the old-symbolizes the way modern
man should look at himself: the promise of the future is
extending skyward, but we nevertheless have a firm understanding of our history which is our roots. 102
Such heartfelt sentiments failed to sway Askew, Tucker, and others
who preferred to wipe clear the east fa<;ade of the new capitol to
make a grand plaza for public events.
The old capitol needed a defender, but the obvious voice of
historical memory had been removed from the corridors of power.
Fred Dickinson lost the 1974 Democratic primary for comptroller amidst a scandal over political contributions, and later faced
federal charges of tax evasion. 103 Into the void stepped Secretary
of State Bruce Smathers, who refused to vacate his old statehouse
office, lest Askew demolish the structure. Letter-writing campaigns
from schoolchildren flooded Smathers' office with supportive messages.104 On March 30, 1978, the day before the new building's
dedication, Smathers hosted a "Save the Old Capitol" party with
music, food, and tours of the rambling edifice. Advocates also held
an essay-writing competition for Leon County students, with winners at the elementary,junior high, and high school levels. Fourthgrader Denise Brown declared of the building: "It is our heritage
and it is Florida history. To tear it down would be like tearing a
page out of a history book." 105
Askew's ascendance to the governorship in 1971 allowed the
new capitol's construction to proceed, but term limits mandated his departure eight years later. As his time in office drew to
a close, Askew softened his stance on the old statehouse. In the
summer of 1978, during the final legislative session of his term,
102 Letter from Richard Tombrink,Jr. to Reubin Askew, February 2, 1977, box 2,
folder 34, Save the Capitol Records (M 95-1), State Archives of Florida.
103 Harvey, The Politics of Trust, 126; Dyckman, R.eubin O'D. Askew and the Golden Age
ofFlorida Politics, 164, I 71.
104 See Box 2, folder 34, Save the Capitol Records (M 95-1), State Archives of
Florida.
105 Tallahassee Democrat, March 30, 1978, 4A, IC (quotation)-2C, 1D-2D; Ibid.,
March 31, 1978, IA, 8A.
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Askew approved $7 million to restore the edifice as it had appeared
in the early twentieth century. At that time, the Tallahassee Democrat had called the capitol "a magnificent work of modern architecture," one succeeded by another modern structure whose story
the paper chronicled seven decades later. The project required
the removal of wings on all four ends and extensive reconstruction
inside and out. Although Stone's original proposal to restore the
1845 capitol would have removed the dome, by choosing 1902 as
the representative year for the old building, it endured. 106 Due
to inclement weather, a dedication ceremony for the rehabilitated
edifice took place in the new Statehouse's lobby on September 19,
1982. Officials declared the old building the Florida Historic Capitol Museum, a celebration of political history and a reflection of a
state in the midst of dramatic change. 107 Less than two weeks later,
EPCOT Center also opened to the public, a similarly impressive
complex offering its own blend of modern and historically inspired
architecture.
The debate over the new Florida State Capitol's merits and
defects continues long after its completion. In 1983, scant months
after the old building's dedication as a museum, historian Lee H.
Warner offered a complimentary view of the stately pair:
For the first time in its history Florida has two capitols.
Both, in their own way, are magnificent structures, and in
their juxtaposition they are more pleasing, more valuable,
and more symbolic than they could be alone, The contrasting architecture gives visual confirmation of their essential
unity-and diversity. Together they speak to the past and
the future of the state and its people. 108
The cover photograph of the completed capitol complex dates
from 1989. Stone's edifice receives, if not praise, at least tolerance from modern audiences. In 2005, Mary Ann Lindley, then
editorial page editor of the Tallahassee Democrat, stated that "the
Stone-designed building has been here long enough now that most
106 Warner, "Florida's Capitols," 259; Laws of Florida (1978), chapter 78-126, 475476; Ibid., chapter 78-371, 1027-1028; Ibid., House Concurrent Resolution
1932, 1515-1516; Laws of Florida (1981), chapter 81-232, 948-949; Tallahassee
Democrat, September 19, 1982, 2B (quotation).
107 Tallahassee Democrat, September 19, 1982, lG, 8G; Ibid., September 20, 1982,
IA.
108 Warner, "Florida's Capitols," 245.
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people probably don't give it much thought as to architecture, but
rather as a center of a large state government that has both friends
and enemies." She suggested that attitudes toward the new structure improved after the threat of demolishing the old capitol dissipated, and that "a feeling of old Florida and modern Florida in
harmony" connects the two structures. 109 In contrast, in a biography of Stone published in 2013, Mary Anne Hunting described the
new capitol as "compromised and lackluster," a fault she assigns to
his architectural firm rather than Stone himself. no Lilly Rockwell,
writing in Tallahassee Magazine in 2011, described the new capitol
as holding a place of "begrudging acceptance" among Floridians.
Although the more familiar design of the old statehouse museum
draws greater numbers of tourists, the tower's observation deck
offers a popular spot for sightseers and a venue for special events.
In an interview that year, former Askew :regretted the old capitol's
survival that denied the new statehouse a grand entrance plaza,
even though Stone had always intended the former building to survive in some form. When contrasting the status of both structures,
Askew quipped defensively "Edward Durell Stone knew what he
was doing. "lll
The Tallahassee Magazine article, like almost every source that
discusses Stone's Florida statehouse, pointed out the building's
most infamous characteristic. Rockwell described the structure as
"often dismissed as a snooze-architecturally boring and a bit of
a joke for its obvious phallic image" created by the central tower
flanked by domed legislative chambers. Hicks Stone, son of the
architect and a designer himself, insisted that his father did not
intend the coincidence. 112 In the years since, some Floridians gave
109 Mary Ann Lindley, e-mail message to author,January 16, 2005.
llO Hunting, Edward Durell Stone: Modernism's Populist Architect, 145.
111 Lilly Rockwell, "The decision-making process 40 years ago that led to the
modem Capitol building," Tallahassee Magazine, March-April 2011, http://
www.tallahasseemagazine.com/March-April-2011 /Floridas-Tower-of-Power /,
accessed November 6, 2015 (quotation); Dyckman, Reubin O'D. Askew and the
Golden Age of Florida Politics, 241. Upon Askew's death in 2014, he received a
state memorial service with his casket set on the second floor landing of the
old capitol, and not his preferred new statehouse. The media described the
former building as one in which he served in the legislature and for most
of his term as governor, although the restored museum bore practically no
resemblance to the structure as Askew knew it. See "Funeral Services Details
for Ex-Fla. Gov. Askew," WCTY, http://www.wctv.tv/home/headlines/FlagsOrdered-At-Half-Staff-For-Govemor-Askew-250089441.html, posted March 19,
2014.
ll2 Rockwell, "The decision-making process," accessed November 6, 2015.
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credit to Askew instead, calling it "Reubin's Erection." 113 Lindley
of the Democrat observed that "the main thing visitors here seem to
observe about the new capitol (or are slyly told by locals) is how ...
[it] is considered the state's largest phallic symbol." 114 Yet even
that salacious distinction might have merit. After all, the building
housing a representative government should reflect its community.
Considering the sophomoric comments made about the shape of
the Florida peninsula over the years, perhaps the state needed a
capitol that demonstrated its citizens' ability to take a joke.
The suggestive shape of Florida's new statehouse offers another connection to Walt Disney World, even if a potentially puerile
one. When planning Disneyland in the 1950s, Disney placed tall,
attention-grabbing features throughout the park to lure visitors
in new directions. He called these icons "wienies," like a hot dog
dangled in front of a hungry person to keep them moving forward:
''You've got to have a wienie at the end of every street." From the
castle at the end of Main Street, to Frontierland's paddlewheel
steamboat, to Tomorrowland's rocket ship, they beckoned guests
from one place to another. 115 As with everything else at Disneyland,
Florida's Magic Kingdom elaborated upon the wienie concept.
The other theme parks at Walt Disney World all have their own
wienies as well, from EPCOT's Spaceship Earth to Animal Kingdom's Tree of Life, to ones that lure guests through Disney's Hollywood Studios including a copy of Grauman's Chinese Theatre
and the Twilight Zone Tower of Terror. Beyond its controversial
appearance, the new Florida State Capitol serves as a wienie for
Tallahassee. It draws attention as the tallest building in the city,
and stands prominently at a T-intersection facing eastward down
the Apalachee Parkway, a beacon for travelers entering the capital
from the east, as envisioned in A.D. Taylor's 1947 city plan.
Although Walt Disney's intentions for EPCOT offer a stronger
connection to the message Edward Durell Stone hoped to convey,
another comparison exists at the Magic Kingdom and even California's Disneyland. When the latter opened in 1955, the futuristic
Tomorrowland received the least attention and money. It operated
113 Diane Roberts, Dream State: Eight Generations of Swamp Lawyers, Conquistadors,
Confederate Daughters, Banana Republicans, and Other Florida Wildlife (New York:
Free Press, 2004), 9.
114 Mary Ann Lindley, e-mail message to author,January 16, 2005.
115 Fogelsong, Married to the Mouse, 84; Bright, Disneyland, 61, 63; Marling,
"Imagineering the Disney Theme Parks," 66, Finch, The Art of Walt Disney, 150
(quotation).
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as little more than a corporate exhibition center, described by historian and park employee Randy Bright as "the land that time
(and budget) almost forgot." As the area matured, a new problem
emerged-tomorrow rapidly turned into today, if not yesterday. 116
Keeping ahead of the curve proved impossible. Eventually the
company redesigned the Tomorrowlands at Disneyland and the
Magic Kingdom to evoke a vision of the future more in line with
the past, coaxed from forward-looking authors like Jules Verne
and H.G. Wells. 117 Florida's capitol suffers from a similar-but less
malleable-challenge. Critics often dismiss it as a period piece,
cutting-edge at the time but dated and unappealing today. Yet the
statehouse might benefit from an option unavailable to the marketdriven demands of a theme park. As time goes by, affection for it
might increase, as often happens to architecture as it transitions
from passe to nostalgic. Indeed, many Americans disdained neoclassical capitols like those in California, Colorado, and Michigan
during the Cold War, and nearly replaced them with "atomic age"
statehouses. 118 As older architectural styles grow more appealing
with age, Stone's skyscraper might experience a similar shift.
For non-Floridians, Walt Disney World leaps to mind when
thinking of the state more readily than its capitol building.
Indeed, to many people, Florida and Walt Disney World are one
and the same. But the Magic Kingdom in particular bears little
resemblance to the state in which it stands. Historian Mark Derr
described it in 1989 as "a scrubbed, sterilized, denatured, sexless
fantasyland built on idealized notions of a romanticized past. History serves the illusion or doesn't exist." Derr went on: "The attractions of Disney World, in short, offer little of Florida, and no one
seems to care." 119 Yet Walt Disney never sought to represent Florida
through his project, whether in reality or caricature. His vision,
especially EPCOT, offered something far more ambitious. In any
case, the theme parks, hotels, water parks, golf courses, shopping
areas, and the rest do not need to embody Florida; that is the state
capitol's job.
116 Bright, Disneyland, 88 (quotation), 141-145.
117 Marling, "Imagineering the Disney Theme Parks," 140; Kurtti, Since the World
Began, 69-75.
118 Lodi News-Sentinel, April 25, 1967, 4; Denver Post, April 14, 1957, 2A; Kerry
Chartkoff, "Michigan's 'Atomic Age' Capitol," MichiganHistory74, no. 4 Quly/
August 1990), 28-31.
119 Mark Derr, Some Kind ofParadise: A Chronicle ofMan and the Land in Florida (New
York: William Morrow and Company, Inc., 1989), 375-376.

Published by STARS, 2022

31

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 96 [2022], No. 1, Art. 4
94

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

For nearly two decades after both projects commenced in earnest in 1965, the contemporary efforts to build Walt Disney World
and a new Florida capitol often coincided. Planning and construction for the Magic Kingdom, EPCOT, and the old and new statehouses intersected in blatant and subtle ways. Their designs drew
upon precedents both useful and restricting, and architectural
symbolism affected the product in Orlando and Tallahassee alike.
For Walt Disney World, the pattern of Disneyland offered a template to follow and improve upon, while creating a realm appealing
and comforting to visitors. Scholarly critiques crash like waves on a
Florida beach, dissipating in the face of record numbers of tourists
who flock to the resort year after year. Regardless of whether some
academics think they should, millions of people adore Walt Disney
World and its entertaining, pleasing design. As historical geographer Richard Francaviglia argues: "For Disney, image was substance, and whoever controlled that image wielded both the power
to affect views of the past and visions of the future. "12° Florida politicians recognized the same potential for influence as they feuded
in Tallahassee. They waged passionate battles for years over how
to reflect their amorphous, vigorous state through architecture,
balancing practical and symbolic needs in their most emblematic
building, a physical expression of a diverse community of yesterday,
today, and tomorrow.
The Florida State Capitol proved more discordant than Walt
Disney World as it took shape on paper and in steel, concrete,
and stone. Edward Durell Stone's design, the last major project
completed by his firm before his death, remains controversial. It
stands accepted by some, adored by few, ridiculed or reviled by
many. Thus, in an unintentional way, the Florida capitol well represents both the state and the government it houses. Decisions
made within its walls incite passionate debate; perhaps those contentious battles deserve a contentious arena. Whether affection for
the skyscraper statehouse increases as it ages remains to be seen.
Perhaps one day it will boast a reputation similar to EPCOT's-an
optimistic vision that fell short of its original intention, but ultimately stands useful and even enjoyable all the same.

120 Francaviglia, "History after Disney," 74.
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